The Need of a Good Story: Understanding Come From Away's Warm Reception by Barry Freeman in a speech after the show that "the world we live in today needs a good story-." The audience cheered loudly over the rest of his sentence, a response that may have been as much a gesture of appreciation for the musical as it was a cathartic release of tension following from the divisive American election that had concluded three weeks prior.
Watching The Tragically Hip's final concert broadcast live on St. John's's George Street, I thought I might never again be a part of an audience that felt such unabashed love for a performance. Then, a few months later, I had a comparable experience at the opening night of Come From Away at the Royal Alexandra Theatre in Toronto. Gander, Newfoundland mayor Claude Elliott, depicted in the musical and invited to Toronto for the opening, noted ctr 171 summer 2017
The Need of a Good Story: Understanding Come From Away's Warm Reception | FEATURES Many in the opening night audience in Toronto had been primed for Come From Away after the long journey it had taken to get there. Come From Away was dreamed up by Toronto theatre producer Michael Rubinoff, who was at the time starting his Canadian Music Theatre Project at Sheridan College. His idea was to create a musical about events in Gander, Newfoundland in the days following 9/11, when thirty-eight planes carrying more than 7,000 people were rerouted to Gander International Airport, effectively doubling that town's population. Over a few days, many Ganderites put their lives on hold to support the thousands of extra people, an effort that necessarily spread out to the surrounding communities of Glenwood, Appleton, Gambo and-my own home town-Norris's Arm. Rubinoff interested Irene Sankoff and David Hein in the project, the pair who had some success with their Mirvish-produced Fringe musical My Mother's Lesbian Jewish Wiccan Wedding. On the tenth anniversary of 9/11 in 2011, Sankoff and Hein secured a grant to travel to Gander to conduct interviews with locals and with "plane people" who returned for the memorial event. Next, there was a long process of culling and curating the many stories they heard into a two-hour musical. The piece received a workshop production with students at Sheridan College in 2012. A full production followed there in 2013, after which Come From Away was picked up by American production company Junkyard Dog Productions. The show took shape as a co-production of La Jolla Playhouse and Seattle Repertory, directed by La Jolla Artistic Director Chris Ashley with a cast of twelve playing many dozens of characters. It had runs at La Jolla in spring 2015, at the Seattle Repertory in late 2015, and at Ford's Theatre in Washington, DC before its Toronto run at the Royal Alexandra. After a brief break-during which time the cast produced a recording of the music-the show opened at the Gerald Schoenfeld Theatre on Broadway on 18 February 2017. For the developmental path for a musical to unfold from workshop to Broadway, its journey has to be paved at every step with box office success and critical praise. Come From Away received a warm reception at La Jolla and sold out at the Seattle Repertory Theatre where it was the first musical in twentyfive years. The Mirvish production in Toronto broke records, selling $1.7 million in tickets in a week, adding an additional show, and selling same-day standing room tickets that produced a line up outside the theatre.
It isn't difficult to appreciate why Come From Away has been received so warmly by audiences. Much of the focus of the musical falls on the efforts of the townspeople to support the outsiders ("come from aways" to locals) and the new relationships formed by the outsiders during their fish-out-of-water experience in Newfoundland. While those arriving at the theatre might expect to see a show about 9/11, it's actually a story about the fallout of 9/11, a story, as Hein has put it, about 9/12 (Henry) . The musical, like the experiences in Gander on which it is based, feels like a freeze-frame, suspending that otherworldly moment when we hear of a tragedy like 9/11, a shattering experience we've not yet processed, one that we know will extinguish a light and require us to light new ones. The emotional contrasts generated in that is "Me and the Sky" from character Beverley Bass, based on the first female pilot for American Airlines of the same name. In her solo, Bass sings ascendingly for four minutes about overcoming all obstacles to realize her ambition, only to end with the gut-punching line: "The one thing I loved more than anything-was used as a bomb." While the local characters dip in and out of scenes among the strangers-scenes of frustration, shock, confusionthey predominantly speak in direct address to the audience. This episodic structure has been noted as a point of weakness from critics who observe that there isn't a strong line of dramatic action aside from the characters' (ambivalent) wish to return home. But consistent with the 'snapshot' idea, Come From Away sustains itself, instead, on its open-hearted depiction of people doing their best for strangers against a backdrop of an unthinkable horror.
Beyond its artistic qualities, Come From Away is remarkable for the responsibility Sankoff and Hein have demonstrated to the people of Gander both in the show's development and its touring production. Several characters have a one-to-one correspondence to actual Ganderites, including the aforementioned Mayor Claude Elliot, Police Constable Oz Fudge, SPCA worker Bonnie Harris, and volunteer Beulah Cooper. After their initial interviews in 2011, Sankoff and Hein went back to Gander to conduct follow-up interviews with their subjects that fed further into the Main entrance to Gander International Airport.
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piece's development. The Broadway cast includes Newfoundland actor and playwright Petrina Bromley, who responded to questions about the show's fidelity to Newfoundland culture by noting that "Irene [Sankoff] and David [Hein] have been so generous and so truthful that the play doesn't need an ambassador in the cast" (CBC). Just prior to its Toronto run, Junkyard Dog staged a concert version of the piece in Gander over a weekend in October. The cast had the opportunity to meet their real-world counterparts, no doubt changing their relationship to their performances. Proceeds from the Gander performances-about $75,000-were donated to local charities, including schools and community groups. For the opening night at the Royal Alex in Toronto, the production flew the Ganderites depicted in the show to Toronto so that they could be called out onstage after the curtain call. This beautiful gesture was capped by a speech from a sou'wester-bonneted and impossibly charming Mayor Claude Elliot. For the residents of Gander, the whole ordeal has been surreal, some commenting that they find it bizarre that such a fuss is being made of the story. "Some people dropped in for a bucket-o'-tea and a biccy [...] What's the big deal?" quipped Oz Fudge (Kennedy) . By maintaining close ties to the people of Gander, Come From Away has added to its charming account of events in Gander a meta-narrative of reciprocal generosity.
In its aesthetics and para-theatrical gestures, Come From Away blends grounded documentary reality with sky-high musical affect. One can imagine that this was a challenge Sankoff and Hein faced as they developed the show: how to reconcile the unaffected, "authentic" manner of the Ganderites depicted in the show with the necessarily affected, conventionalized aesthetic of the musical. Sankoff and Hein's solution is to have the characters speak directly to the audience throughout, giving the impression that the citizens of Gander and the so-called "plane people" are telling stories to the audience at a local shed party. The storytelling aesthetic this generates seems appropriate to the subject, and it is supported by a score that has choral Broadway belters emerge from a general soundscape of Celtic rock, music composed-again in a gesture of faithfulness to the culture-in collaboration with "Newfoundland Music Consultant" Bob Hallett of the popular Canadian band Great Big Sea. There remain moments when the documentary reality and musical affect feel at odds, creating cognitive distance between spectator and subject. This is jarring at points when the text and lyrics feel shoehorned into the music, at odds with the natural rhythms of Newfoundland idiom (though the cast ought to be applauded for finding a shared and reasonable facsimile of a Central Newfoundland dialect). In this, Come From Away shares something with perhaps a theatrical cousin, Alecky Blythe's 2011 experimental verbatim musical London Road, also a documentary musical about the impact of a tragic event on a small community. With London Road, Blythe created a wild musical score that echoed and riffed on the musicality of the speech of her subjects, pursuing, as in her earlier work, extreme forms of fidelity to her subjects. But approaching fidelity has the paradoxical effect in
Come From Away sustains itself on its open-hearted depiction of people doing their best for strangers in against a backdrop of an unthinkable horror. "Some people dropped in for a bucket-o'-tea and a biccy [...] What's the big deal?"
populated and primitive territory an image of their own diminishing frontier" (83). A prominent early example of this appears in the work of Norman Duncan, a Canadian who lived and wrote stories for American magazines in the early twentieth century that romanticized the tough, salty Newfoundlander clinging to a precarious existence at the edge of a hostile sea. The sociologist James Overton, who spent his career analyzing the "mythic" pre-modern Newfoundland constructed by literature and tourism strategies, takes stock of this imaginary:
The images which are stressed are those which emphasize such characteristics of the people as strength, pride, independence, fortitude, individualism, respect for the past, love for the environment, freshness, vitality, hospitality, simplicity, generosity, kindness, openness. The 'people' are 'happy,' they have 'great community spirit,' they enjoy the good life and above all have real culture. (15) While non-Newfoundlanders from many places participated in this tradition over the decades, it has been especially popular Locals and "come from aways" wait in anticipation for the benefit performance of Come From Away to begin.
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London Road of further distancing the audience through the very performance gesture of exaggeration and repetition. As Lib Taylor writes, the precise, loyal reproduction "makes the audience aware both of the genuineness of language [...] but also of its constructedness as a piece of musical theatre" (374). Come From Away's fidelity, rooted more in social relations than aesthetic authenticity, alienates differently. Any woodenness of the text or flatness in the relationships depicted reminds the audience that as a musical, it is a selective and highly-stylized portrait of both the events in Gander after 9/11 and of the people of Newfoundland more broadly.
Which leads me to raise an important issue about Come From Away so far not reflected in the nearly unanimously positive critical responses. We must ask about its participation in the longstanding tradition of the American romanticization of Newfoundland. Back in 1979, Patrick O'Flaherty's The Rock Observed noted the interest in Newfoundland among American writers, suggesting that "it may not be an exaggeration to say that the island and Labrador became in some sense an imaginative outpost of the Eastern United States, with authors recreating in this sparsely lines in the opening number, "Welcome to the Rock"), the Gander of the story comes across as an entirely ordinary, prosaic rural town. Of course, we don't need to choose between these possibilities; we can accept the kernel of truth behind Come From Away's harmonious Newfoundland while also recognizing that this depends on the romanticizing, and undoubtedly the essentializing, of a complex culture. For it bears mentioning that there is another rural Newfoundland that has not been faring altogether well since the cod moratorium, the 1992 disaster that precipitated a wave of out-migration from the province of which my family was a part. Investments in natural resources have not been its salvation: the recent drop in oil prices precipitated a budget crisis that, this past year, saw the provincial government release a viciously austere budget that would close more than half of the province's libraries-cuts that have disproportionately affected its beautiful rural communities. The significant challenges of economic and cultural erosion faced by rural Newfoundlanders are as much a "reality" as the more palatable story of its generous inhabitants.
among Americans. This came to be so on account of American connections with the Eastern seaboard formed through mercantile connections in the nineteenth century, as well as the large American presence in Newfoundland during World War II (coincidentally the same circumstance that led to the creation of the Gander airport and, subsequently, the town around it in the first place). Americans based in Newfoundland at that time witnessed a still largely pre-industrial culture of isolated outports mostly accessible only by boat. In the American cultural imaginary, Newfoundland took up a place as a minor sanctuary from modernity. "There was an attempt," writes Overton, "to persuade the sick and troubled that Newfoundland was a cure for whatever ailed them [...] The search for the real Newfoundland leads not to the province's rural areas and hinterlands but to New York and the cities of the Northeastern United States" (17).
Come From Away both joins and challenges this tradition. On the one hand, the musical's narrative arc sees a group of hurried, cosmopolitan urbanites who have their humanity restored through acts of simple human kindness. Much of the piece honours the communal spirit with which Ganderites collaborated in short order to accommodate the needs of thousands of unexpected visitors, including anecdotes about unlocked doors and freely borrowed barbeques coming as a surprise to the outsiders. On the other hand, the Newfoundland depicted in Come From Away isn't a utopia. It opens with a local conflict in Gander-a school bus strike-that is set aside to meet the needs of the crisis. And while there's something of the Duncan-esque mythologizing of the harsh wilderness in the musical ("Welcome to the land where the water's trying to drown us, and we said: 'We will not be drowned!'" go the 1996 and 2002 ("Tourism Statistics") . Without suggesting that tourism is the only solution to Newfoundland's economic challenges, there is some consensus in the province that investments in arts and culture on and beyond the island are critical to its future. This sentiment was expressed clearly this past year when the province attempted cuts (Howell; Payette). Should Come From Away enjoy further success in New York, one can expect it to extend even further the cultural legacy and material impact of those unlikely few days in Gander fifteen years ago.
I concede that looking at Come From Away from the Newfoundland perspective is a bit like looking through the wrong end of a telescope. As an expatriate Newfoundlander watching the performance in Toronto, I felt I occupied a strange position as a spectator: the subject but not the subject, the target but not the target. As much as the musical is about Newfoundland, and as much as it has maintained a relationship with its subject, it is unambiguously calculated for an American audience. Its opening lines anticipate that distant audience, placing the story "On the northeast tip of North America, on an island called Newfoundland," as does the song "Somewhere in the Middle of Nowhere." Clearly, the piece is also a projection of American anxieties, offering an opportunity to reflect on the trauma of 9/11 without looking directly at it, appreciating the goodness it brought out in ordinary people. While American audiences have already warmly received the musical, it will be interesting to see how it is received in New York City, where the shadow of 9/11 looms more present and dark. Perhaps, just as Despite the challenges-or perhaps on account of themthe musical was greeted with open-arms this past fall in Gander. Though the residents of Gander appear to feel, in mayor Claude Elliott's words in his opening night speech, "paid in full" for their act of kindness, the show may not yet be finishing giving back to Newfoundland. The show has already been the subject of a New York Times article and photo essay, and the Broadway run will bring new attention to the province. With the Times also recommending Canada as the #1 tourism destination for Americans in 2017, all the attention, and the questions raised above about having Newfoundland reflected in the "big mirror" of the American Broadway musical, start to feel like an echo of a similar confluence of events in wake of 9/11, circling back to an influx of 'come from aways' in 2001. I recall the experience in December of that year sitting in the theatre watching the film adaptation of Annie Proulx's Pulitzer Prize-winning novel The Shipping News, and being simultaneously proud and bewildered by its portrayal of life in rural Newfoundland (it was the first time I, or any other Newfoundlander I suspect, had ever heard of a "squid burger"). As with Come From Away, a meta-narrative developed around the film's relationship to the local community which included stories of Kevin Spacey not being recognized by locals while shooting the film near the town of Trinity. A debate sprung up about the film's distortions (Golfman) , while the attention it brought to the province was celebrated by some, most notably the tourism department of the provincial government (Becker) . But that debate and the film's lukewarm critical reception aside, The Shipping News had a material impact on the island. In tandem with a favourable report on provincial tourism and additional attention garnered by the
